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Struggling to Preserve Ethnic Culture in the Midst of Neighborhood Integration:
The Story of Cleveland’s “Little Budapest” in the Post-World War II Era

Introduction
In October 1962, Hungarian-born Zsa Zsa Gabor, one of Hollywood’s most glamorous
actresses, traveled to Cleveland’s Buckeye Road neighborhood—a white ethnic enclave on the

city’s southeast side known as “Little Budapest,” to be the guest of honor at a dinner held at the
First Hungarian Reformed Church’s Bethlen Hall. At the dinner, which was attended by 600

people, Gabor and her mother were treated to comic banter from Hungarian-Americans Jack P.
Russell, President of Cleveland City Council, and John S. Nagy, Cleveland’s Recreation
Commissioner, both of whom had grown up in the Buckeye Road neighborhood. Cleveland’s

Mayor Ralph Locher—a Romanian-American, presented the key to the City of Cleveland to Zsa

Zsa, who, according to the news report, rewarded the mayor with a kiss.
While this and other newspaper articles of the era portrayed Cleveland’s “Little
Budapest” as an ethnic enclave “untouched by time,” the reality was that Buckeye Road

neighborhood was anything but untouched by time. In the years following the end of World

War II, thousands of African Americans had moved into Buckeye Road neighborhood, bringing
with them different businesses, different churches and a different culture that many in the white

ethnic population of the neighborhood found threatening.
Even before the advent of World War II, African Americans had been moving into the
Buckeye Road neighborhood. In 1920, a small number of African Americans were already

living in an area of the neighborhood located east of East 75th street, west of East 79th Street,
south of Woodland Avenue and north of Kinsman Road. This was an area of the east side of

Cleveland where Hungarian immigrants had first settled when they came to Cleveland in the late
1

nineteenth century. By 1940, this small colony of African Americans had swelled to a
population of nearly 1,000.

In the second wave of the Great Migration, which occurred during World War II and in
the years immediately following that war, thousands of African Americans moved to Cleveland.
Many of these African Americans moved into housing in the Buckeye Road neighborhood as

white ethnics moved to the suburbs. In 1960, two years before Zsa Zsa Gabor arrived in
Cleveland to be honored in the neighborhood, almost nine thousand African Americans were
living in Lower Buckeye, the area of the neighborhood west of Woodhill Road. Nearly an

additional three thousand African Americans were residing in Upper Buckeye, the area of the

neighborhood lying east of Woodhill Road. In Lower Buckeye, African Americans comprised
more than 60 percent of the total population in 1960, while in Upper Buckeye they were already

a significant minority at 7.6 percent of the population.

Figure 1 - White, Black and Hungarian Populations of Lower (LB) and Upper Buckeye (UB): 1950 - 1970.

By 1970, just eight years after Zsa Zsa’s visit, African Americans comprised 87.3 percent
of the population of Lower Buckeye and 32.4 percent of Upper Buckeye. In that same year,

white ethnics of Hungarian stock accounted for only 3 percent of the population of Lower
Buckeye, and just 13 percent of the population of Upper Buckeye. In 1970, Little Budapest was

now home to over 20,000 African Americans, while less than 5,000 Hungarian-Americans
continued to call the neighborhood their home. Clearly, and notwithstanding newspaper articles

of the era that suggested otherwise, change had come to the Buckeye Road neighborhood in
dramatic fashion in the decades immediately following the end of World War II. To continue to

call the neighborhood “Little Budapest” after 1970 would have been to wax nostalgic rather than
acknowledge reality.

The subject of racial integration of white ethnic neighborhoods of the urban North during
the post-World War II period has been addressed by American historians since at least as far
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back as the 1980s. Some of these historians have studied neighborhoods in which they found
that white ethnics either aggressively defended their neighborhoods against the in-movement of

African Americans or, in the alternative, hurriedly fled to white-only suburbs. Other historians
have uncovered neighborhoods of the urban North in which white ethnics neither engaged in an
aggressive defense of their neighborhoods nor in rapid flight to the suburbs, but instead

attempted to adapt to the movement of African Americans into their neighborhoods. Still other

historians have described the process of integration in the urban North as not simply one of fight,
flight or attempted accommodation by white ethnics, but instead as a more complicated process
in which white ethnics employed one of more of these strategies as they responded to change

with whatever means were available to them to preserve their neighborhoods as ethnic enclaves.

In this model, white ethnics moved from their neighborhoods only reluctantly and slowly, and
often at the pace of only a street at a time. All of these historians concurred that the actions of

white ethnics of the urban North in the post-World War II era, however, whenever or wherever
taken, combined with the phenomena of de-industrialization and institutional racism to almost

always ultimately produce racial transition and succession rather than integration. This often

resulted in the creation of new African American ghettoes characterized by segregation, poverty
and a host of associated social problems that segregation and poverty bring to communities.

The story of racial integration in Cleveland’s Buckeye neighborhood generally fits the

model put forth by those historians who argue that the strategies of white ethnics addressing
integration of their neighborhoods during the post-World War II period was more complicated
and nuanced than simply ones of fight or flight. However, in addition to supporting this model

of integration in a neighborhood of the urban North, a study of the Buckeye Road neighborhood

during the post-World War II period reveals something more. The reactions and responses of
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white ethnics in Buckeye Road neighborhood to integration in the post-World War II period
were not only complicated and nuanced, they were also different from decade to decade. As

national perceptions of race and inter-race relations changed, and as the nature of neighborhood

problems deemed to be most pressing by the white ethnic population changed during these
decades, the response of white ethnics to integration changed. Thus, this study of the Buckeye
Road neighborhood suggests that the problems of living in a northern urban neighborhood in the

1970s, including but not limited to the problem of adjusting to integration, were different from

those of the 1960s, which in turn were different from those of the 1950s.
Over the course of these three decades, the white ethnic population of Buckeye largely
departed the neighborhood, leaving behind a place that fast became re-segregated and plagued by

poverty and other severe social problems. Examining the process of how and why this occurred
in this white ethnic neighborhood of Cleveland is instructive in facilitating a better understanding
of why integration of white ethnic neighborhoods in the urban North in this era was difficult to
achieve and even more difficult to maintain. The Buckeye Road neighborhood is a particularly

good place to study because, while thousands of white ethnics left Buckeye in the decades
following World War II, thousands more remained—earnestly attempting to respond to change

around them in a way that would best preserve the ethnic cultures and traditions of Little
Budapest in which they, and often their parents and grandparents, had so deeply invested.
This study examines the Buckeye Road neighborhood during the years 1952 through

1974, and focuses primarily on the organization and activities of local institutions that responded
to integration and other changes in the neighborhood that impacted the population living there

during these years. The start and end dates of the study have significance. In April 1952, white

ethnic residents banded together to form the Buckeye Woodhill Woodland Area Council
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(BWWAC). The BWWAC was promoted and supported by the East End Neighborhood House,
one of Cleveland’s oldest settlement houses, and by the Welfare Federation of Cleveland, an

organization of multiple charities and social service agencies that conducted unified fund raising
and made unified disbursals of funds to Cleveland’s private sector social service agencies. For

the decade of the 1950s, the BWWAC was the most significant local institution in the Buckeye
Road neighborhood addressing integration and urban problems that challenged the area in that

decade. It employed neighborhood advocacy and grass roots political action to address the
neighborhood’s problems, the most pressing of which in this decade were juvenile delinquency,
traffic congestion, controversial multi-family and commercial rezoning, and white ethnic

reaction to integration of the neighborhood.
When the BWWAC disbanded in the early 1960s, it was replaced by another local

neighborhood institution, the Buckeye Neighborhood Nationalities Civic Association (BNNCA),

which also employed neighborhood advocacy and grass roots political action to address change
in the neighborhood. However, the BNNCA, confronting different urban problems in the

neighborhood and perceiving the impact of integration on the neighborhood differently than the

BWWAC had in the decade of the 1950s, responded differently. In the 1960s, the most pressing
Buckeye Road neighborhood problems were block busting, increased crime, unpopular cross

neighborhood busing and nearby race riots, none of which had been problems confronting the
neighborhood a decade earlier. These different urban problems, and the different perception of
inter-race relations in the city in the decade of the 1960s, led the BNNCA and its members to be
less tolerant of neighborhood integration and to devote an extraordinary amount of time and
effort to advance proposals that were designed to preserve Little Budapest as a white ethnic
enclave only.
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The end year of this study—1974, is also significant. In that year, white ethnics joined

with African Americans to form the Buckeye Woodland Community Congress (BWCC), an
organization whose goal was to preserve the stability of the ethnically diverse and integrated
Buckeye Road neighborhood. Unlike the BWWAC or the BNNCA, the BWCC was a multi

racial organization composed of 200 local neighborhood organizations. It reflected not only the

interests of the white ethnic population of the Buckeye Road neighborhood, but also those of the
neighborhood’s African American population. The actions taken by the BWCC in the decade of

the 1970s reflected not only new national perceptions of race and inter-race relations in America
and in Cleveland during that decade, but also were geared to respond to urban problems
confronting the Buckeye Road neighborhood in the 1970s, such as mortgage lender and insurer

redlining, that were different from those that confronted the BNNAC in the 1960s or the

BWWAC in the 1950s.
While it is not the goal of this paper to denigrate or even second guess the decisions and
actions of the local institutions of the Buckeye Road neighborhood during the period of this
study, it is worth noting that it is unfortunate that the Buckeye-Woodhill-Woodland Area
Council did not organize, as the Buckeye-Woodland Community did two decades later, as a

multi-racial organization. It is also unfortunate that the white ethnic community in the

neighborhood was not more supportive of the good faith efforts of the Buckeye-WoodhillWoodland Area Council in the decade of the 1950s, to create a functional integrated community
there.
During the 1950s, Hungarian-Americans, who were by far the most populous white

ethnic group living in the Buckeye Road neighborhood, expended much time, energy and money
to preserve their Magyar culture and traditions both at home and oversees in Hungary, and to
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welcome refugees from the 1956 Hungarian Revolution to Buckeye. Though HungarianAmericans spent liberally in this decade to preserve Hungarian culture and traditions, they

expended little in the way of time, energy or money to promote a successful integration of their
neighborhood. And while Hungarian-Americans during this decade welcomed foreigners from
Hungary to their neighborhood with open arms, they did not do the same for African Americans.

It is therefore ironic that, had Buckeye’s Hungarian-American population invested more of its
time and money welcoming African-Americans to Buckeye in the 1950s and less on Hungarian
refugees, it might ultimately have succeeded in preserving Hungarian culture and traditions in

the neighborhood’s “Little Budapest.”
Instead, by 1989—the year in which Hungarians in Europe achieved freedom from Soviet

domination and communist rule, there was little left of Little Budapest in Cleveland. Gone from
the Buckeye Road neighborhood were almost all of the hundreds of Hungarian churches,

schools, ethnic institutions, and retail stores and shops that had at one time dotted Buckeye Road
from East 79th Street to East 130th Street, making the neighborhood one of Cleveland’s most

vibrant ethnic enclaves. In 1989, iconic Hungarian places like St. Elizabeth of Hungary Roman
Catholic church at the corner of East 90th Street and Buckeye Road, and Lucy’s Sweet Surrender
pastry shop near East 125th Street and Buckeye Road, stood out as lonely and almost muted

reminders of the “Little Budapest” that had for more than one hundred years existed up and

down Buckeye Road in Cleveland.

Cleveland’s “Little Budapest”
Hungarian immigrants first began arriving in Cleveland’s Buckeye Road neighborhood

in the last several decades of the nineteenth century. Like the Germans and Irish immigrants

who had come to the area before them, Hungarian immigrants were drawn to the area by the
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thousands of unskilled and semi-skilled jobs available in the many factories and shops located in

the vicinity of East 75th Street and Woodland Avenue, where the tracks of the Cleveland &
Pittsburgh Railroad (later to become a part of the Penn Central Railroad) and the New York,

Chicago and St. Louis Railroad (known then as the “Nickel Plate” Railroad) intersected.
Many of these Hungarian immigrants found work at the Cleveland Malleable Iron

Company—known to Hungarian immigrants as the “old factory,” or at the Eberhard

Manufacturing Company—known as the “new factory,” and settled into housing located on
streets near these factories. This residential neighborhood, which extended eastward from the
factories located near East 75th Street and Woodland Avenue to the intersection of Buckeye and

Woodhill Roads, came to be known as “Lower Buckeye.” As more immigrants poured into the
area in the early years of the twentieth century leading up to World War I, the neighborhood

expanded into new housing developments that were built “up the hill” east of Woodhill Road on

side streets north and south of Buckeye Road. There, a largely Hungarian community known as
“Upper Buckeye” came into existence, which eventually would extend from Woodhill Road on

its west end to within several residential streets of the Shaker Heights corporation line on its east

end.

In addition to its large Hungarian population, the Buckeye Road neighborhood also
became home in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to populations of Italians and

Slovaks. Italians generally settled on the north side of the neighborhood in the vicinity of

Woodland Avenue and Woodhill Road. In this area of the Buckeye Road neighborhood they
built Our Lady of Mount Carmel Roman Catholic near the intersection of Woodland Avenue and
East 116th Street. Slovaks, who for centuries had been an ethnic minority living in northern

Hungary, first arrived in the Buckeye Road neighborhood in the late nineteenth century, settling
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there because other immigrants from the Austro-Hungarian empire, including Hungarian
Magyars, were settling there. Slovaks generally resided in the Woodhill Road area near Buckeye

Road. In 1889, they joined with Hungarian immigrants to found St. Ladislas parish at the corner
of East 92nd Street and Holton Avenue. In the 1920s, Slovaks founded St. Benedict parish near
the intersection of Buckeye Road and East Boulevard, and built a church, an abbey, an
elementary school, and Benedictine High School there.

In the twentieth century, a vibrant ethnic retail district developed along Buckeye Road
from East 79th Street to the Shaker Heights corporation line, serving the material needs of the
area’s Hungarian, Slovak and Italian populations. Grocery stores, hardware stores, shoe stores,

funeral parlors and other retail establishments were often owned and operated by local
Hungarian or other white ethnic merchants of the neighborhood. Buckeye Road became dotted

during this period with Hungarian churches of different denominations—like the Roman
Catholic St. Elizabeth of Hungary Church at the corner of East 90th Street and Buckeye Road, St.
John’s Greek Catholic Church at the corner of Ambler Avenue and Buckeye Road, and the First

Hungarian Reformed Church at the corner of East Boulevard and Buckeye Road. The map

below identifies the six Catholic schools founded by Hungarians, Slovaks and Italians, as well as
the Cleveland public schools, which existed in the Buckeye Road neighborhood in the 1950s.
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Figure 2 - 1958 Map - Catholic and Public Schools of the Buckeye Road neighborhood.

Hungarians and the other white ethnic populations of Buckeye also formed numerous
charitable, fraternal, religious and benevolent societies and institutions, through which they
sought to preserve their ethnic languages, promote their ethnic cultures, and provide benefits to
the needy in the community. One of the oldest and most active of these local institutions was the
United Hungarian Societies of Cleveland (UHS), which was founded in 1902 for the purpose of

commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of famed Hungarian rebel leader Louis Kossuth’s visit to
Cleveland. In 1904, the society erected a statue of Kossuth at University Circle.
The UHS was composed of many smaller local Hungarian organizations and was a major
provider of assistance to needy Hungarian immigrants of Buckeye Road Neighborhood in the

first half of the twentieth century. This organization, moreover, kept in close contact with

Hungarians overseas and with events that were occurring in Hungary. It championed and funded
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freedom movements in Hungary throughout much of the twentieth century; and welcomed new

Hungarian immigrants to the Buckeye Road neighborhood following both World Wars, as well
as the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.

Another local institution that was very important to the successful growth of Little

Budapest in the first half of the twentieth century was the East End Neighborhood House. It was
founded in 1907 as a settlement house by sisters Hedwig and Anna Kosbab, German immigrants

who had come to Cleveland in 1873. As a young woman, Hedwig Kosbab was employed as a
social worker in Philadelphia. Upon returning to Cleveland on one occasion to visit her mother,

she claimed to have been inspired to do similar social work here when she saw her mother
teaching neighborhood children how to sew.

In 1907, Kosbab founded the East End Neighborhood House to teach to young girls
residing on the east side of Cleveland useful skills, such as “canning, jelly making, mending, and
button-sewing.” Desiring to impart these skills to the Cleveland’s “Hungarian and Slavish”

immigrant population, Kosbab moved her settlement house to the Buckeye Road neighborhood
in 1911. There, the settlement house first occupied a building near the corner of Holton Avenue
and Alpine Street that formerly housed a saloon. Several years later, in 1916, Kosbab moved the

settlement house to its present location on the corner of Woodhill Road and Shaker Boulevard,
after being offered the use of a summer vacation home there which was owned by the Van

Sweringen family. Over the years, the settlement house expanded its physical campus at this
location as well as the health and social service programs it offered to residents of the
neighborhood.
During the years leading up to the middle of the twentieth century, the East End

Neighborhood House received the majority of its program funding from the Welfare Federation
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of Cleveland. The Welfare Federation of Cleveland (known today as the Center for Community

Solutions) was a federation of charitable organizations and social service agencies which since
1917 had conducted unified fund raising and fund disbursement in the Cleveland area. In
Buckeye, the East End Settlement House was the member social services agency which received
funding from the Welfare Federation of Cleveland and used that funding to dispense health and

social services to needy persons and families.

In addition to these organizations, a number of Hungarian-Americans born and raised in
Little Budapest helped, as local political officials, to make the neighborhood a successful ethnic
enclave. Julius Kovachy became a Cuyahoga County appellate court judge. Louis Petrash

became the first Hungarian councilman in the Buckeye Road neighborhood, and later became a
judge too. Jack P. Russell, who Americanized his Hungarian name of Rusznak, became a ward

councilman in the 1940s and in the decade of the 1950s became President of Cleveland City
Council. These three and other notable local Hungarian-Americans remained active in the
Buckeye Road neighborhood throughout their lives, giving of their time and money to important

neighborhood institutions, events and causes. Both Judges Kovachy and Petrash, for example,
served for many years on the Board of Trustees of the East End Neighborhood House. City
Council President Jack Russell annually sponsored a charity dinner in Buckeye called “A Night

in Budapest,” which drew celebrities like Zsa Zsa Gabor and Jimmy Durante, as well as
powerful Clevelanders like Bill Veeck and Louis B. Seltzer, to the neighborhood. These

Hungarian-Americans’ important positions in the political power structure of Cleveland

enhanced the prestige of the Buckeye Road neighborhood.
As a result of the time and effort spent by individuals like Julius Kovachy, Louis Petrash,

Jack P. Russell, and by the United Hungarian Societies of Cleveland, the East End Neighborhood
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House, and other local neighborhood institutions, to build a successful ethnic community in
Buckeye, by the decade of the 1950s the neighborhood was well-known to Clevelanders as

“Little Budapest.”
But what were the geographical boundaries of this “Little Budapest?” As African
Americans moved into different areas of Buckeye in the 1940s and early 1950s, the perception
by white residents of the boundaries of their ethnic enclave apparently changed. When the

community of African Americans living in the portion of Lower Buckeye between East 75th and
East 79th Streets expanded eastward onto streets located south of Grand Avenue between East
79th Street and East 85th Street, it changed the perception of the southwestern boundaries of the

ethnic enclave. Similarly, as African Americans from the Mt. Pleasant neighborhood acquired

housing on the south side of the neighborhood near Woodland Hills Park, it changed perceptions
regarding the southern boundaries of the enclave.

Thus, in 1952, the beginning year of this study, the geographical boundaries of “Little
Budapest” were probably considered by white ethnic residents of the Buckeye Road

neighborhood to be East 85th Street on the west, Woodland Avenue on the north, East 130th

Street on the east, and Soika Avenue on the south. Not coincidentally, these “Little Budapest”
boundaries were identical to those of the territory of the Buckeye-Woodhill-Woodland Area

Council.

The Buckeye-Woodhill-Woodland Area Council (1952-1964)
In the years immediately following World War II, perceptions of race and inter-race
relations in cities of the urban North were shaped in part by a coalition of progressives that,

among other things, promoted fair employment opportunities for African Americans in American
industry. It was also shaped by the Detroit race riot of 1943 in which dozens of people died,
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hundreds were injured, and damage to property amounted to millions of dollars. In the years
following the Detroit riot, Cleveland’s public and private sector leaders believed that their

community was more enlightened than that of Detroit on the subject of race relations, and they
acted quickly in the wake of the Detroit riot to create an urban environment in Cleveland that

they anticipated would promote better inter-race relations in the city.

In 1945, Cleveland City Council created a Community Relations Board that was designed
to improve race relations in the city. The legislation, introduced by Mayor Thomas A. Burke, a
progressive, was supported by the Welfare Federation of Cleveland as well as the NAACP.

Cleveland leaders touted the new Board as a “safety valve for a liberal city.” Mayor Burke
appointed Frank Baldau to be the first Executive Director of the Community Relations Board.
Like Burke, Baldau was a New Deal Progressive who had held industry and government

positions during the War that had honed his skills in addressing inter-race relations.

In addition to lobbying for the creation of the Community Relations Board, the Welfare
Federation of Cleveland took other action in the 1940s to promote better inter-race relations in

Cleveland. One important action was the formation of a Race Relations Committee, which met
with Community Relations Board Director Baldau in November 1945 to coordinate the efforts of
the city government and the private sector community to better inter-race relations in the city.

In the 1940s, the Welfare Federation of Cleveland also began promoting the formation of
area councils in Cleveland’s neighborhoods as a means to effectively address urban problems,

including problems relating to racial integration. These area councils, which the Federation
stated were modeled after America’s colonial era “town meetings,” were formed in many

Cleveland and suburban neighborhoods in the World War II and post-World War II era. They
were composed of local neighborhood residents who volunteered their time to undertake the task
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of identifying and assisting in the resolution of problems in their neighborhoods. The area

councils received assistance both directly from the Welfare Federation, in the form of field
service workers and consultants, as well as from local neighborhood social service agencies that
were funded by the Welfare Federation.

Because of such efforts by its city government and private sector community, Cleveland
entered the decade of the 1950s as a city with a national reputation for being enlightened in race
relations. In 1950, Ebony called Cleveland the most democratic city in the nation, citing the

city’s liberal traditions, its community relations board, and other factors which the magazine
believed made Cleveland a good place for African Americans to live. In 1952, Cleveland
received the national community relations award from the National Conference of Christians and

Jews “for outstanding improvement in relations among its religious and racial groups.”
This background of Cleveland’s national reputation in the early 1950s as a city with an

enlightened view of race relations is important to an understanding of the history of the Buckeye
Woodhill-Woodland Area Council. On April 3, 1952, local residents met at Harvey Rice Library

at East 116th Street and Buckeye Road to consider whether they should form an area council to
address incidents of “attempted molestations of young girls and boys in the neighborhood.”

Attending this meeting were twenty-three neighborhood residents, as well as representatives
from both the Welfare Federation of Cleveland and the East End Neighborhood House.

At this meeting, Dan Elliot, Associate Executive Secretary of the Welfare Federation,
explained to the residents present how area councils had successfully addressed similar

neighborhood problems in other areas of Cleveland. Following his comments, the residents
present voted unanimously to form an area council for the Buckeye Road neighborhood. The
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territory of the new Buckeye-Woodhill-Woodland Area Council (BWWAC) is shown in the map
below.
As observed above, this territory coincided with what white ethnic residents of Buckeye

commonly considered their neighborhood to be in 1952. Excluded from this territory was an
area of the south side of the neighborhood near Woodland Hills Park, which held a large African

American population and had previously been designated by the Welfare Federation as part of
the Mt. Pleasant Area Council territory. Also excluded from this territory was an area on the

west end of the neighborhood west of East 85th Street and the Penn Central railroad tracks,
known as the “Kinsman-E.79th Street Area Project,” which also had a large African American
population and which, since 1945, had received social services directly from the East End

Neighborhood House under a separate contract which the settlement house had with the Welfare
Federation.

Figure 3 - 1952 Map - Boundaries: Buckeye Road neighborhood in blue; BWWAC in red.

The membership of the BWWAC, as reflected in its membership lists from the years

1952 and 1954, suggests that the organization was primarily composed of residents from the
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three white ethnic nationality groups living in the Buckeye Road neighborhood—Hungarians,

Slovaks and Italians. It does not appear that any African Americans were members of the

BWWAC during this or any other period of the organization’s existence.
In the twelve years of its existence, the BWWAC addressed a number of the
neighborhood’s problems of the 1950s and early 1960s. The nature of its responses, the amount

of resources devoted, and the years in which the organization responded, provide a perspective

on the problems of the neighborhood which white ethnic residents considered to be the most
pressing in this era. In the years 1952 through 1954, the Buckeye-Woodhill-Woodland Area
Council addressed neighborhood problems of juvenile delinquency, rezoning, bus traffic, and

property maintenance. In 1954, the BWWAC also addressed the issue of African Americans
moving into the Buckeye Road neighborhood.

At the April 1, 1954 meeting of the BWWAC, Frank Baldau, executive director of the

Cleveland Community Relations Board, appeared before the group to assure residents that
African Americans, just like white ethnics, could make good neighbors and that the in-movement
of African Americans to Buckeye would not decrease property values “unless people think
values are less.” In the same year, the neighborhood group also sent delegates to a community

workshop in Chicago to study issues of public housing, racial transition, neighborhood

conservation, and juvenile delinquency; visited the home of an African American family that had

moved onto Hulda Avenue and reported that the neighbors were satisfied with “the
improvements” that the family had made to the home; and sponsored a talk by a professor from
Western Reserve School of Applied Social Sciences on the subject of controlling neighborhood

behavior during the process of integration. These responses by the BWWAC in 1954 to
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neighborhood problems associated with integration were consistent with Cleveland’s national
reputation in the 1950s as a city with an enlightened view on race relations.
While the organization’s records do not indicate why it addressed the subject of

neighborhood integration in 1954, the reason appears to be the occurrence of a racial incident or
series of incidents at the East End Neighborhood House in early 1954. In March, a group of

boys showed up at the East End Neighborhood House with “clubs or weapons” and indicated
that “they were going to beat up a Negro man whom a Hungarian girl in the neighborhood had

been dating.” Moreover, in April the Head Worker at the East End Neighborhood House
reported to the Board of Trustees that:
The immigration of Negroes into the neighborhood has created tension in the [East End
Neighborhood] house and the attitudes of the youngsters are bad. Also the Negro boys
would like the use of the Exercise Room and former users have made threats if they are
permitted to use it. The Area Council has taken this matter under discussion and
investigation, since the Negro population has increased 158% from 1940 to 1950.
Through 1955 and into early 1956, the BWWAC continued to address neighborhood
problems, but it did not further address problems associated with the neighborhood’s response to

integration. Nor apparently did the Board of Trustees for the East End Neighborhood House. At
the Board’s April 13, 1954 meeting, Board member Marie R. Wing, Chairperson of the Board’s
Nominating Committee, inquired whether the Board would consider appointing an African

American to the Board. While there was a consensus of opinion that African American
volunteers should be encouraged by the East End Neighborhood House staff, the Board was not

prepared at this time to elect an African American to the Board.

In mid-1956, the BWWAC suffered a membership crisis that its officials attributed to

neighborhood apathy, which ultimately resulted in the organization becoming dormant until
1959. While the organization voted in October 1956 to not disband, no records exist of any
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further neighborhood action taken by the BWWAC until 1959. In 1957, it was reported that

BWWAC President Ernest DeMarchi had resigned and that the organization was in fact dormant.
The BWWAC remained in this status without a President until it was revived at the instigation of
the East End Neighborhood House in 1959.

A likely cause of the neighborhood’s apathy toward the BWWAC in the period1956-

1959 was the 1956 Hungarian Revolution and the neighborhood’s reaction to this event. In June
1956, a crisis occurred in the communist-led government of Hungarian Prime Minister Rakosi,

who ultimately resigned from office in July. This act led to a popular uprising against communist
rule in Hungary in October, which was brutally repressed by USSR and Warsaw Pact troops by
the year’s end. In the aftermath of this failed revolution, thousands of political refugees fled

Hungary and came to the United States. Some scholars have estimated that more than 6,000 of
these Hungarian refugees eventually became residents of Cleveland’s Buckeye Road
neighborhood.

In the years following the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, Buckeye’s Hungarian community
devoted enormous amounts of its time, energy and money in support of freedom in Hungary and

for Hungarian refugees who fled to America in the aftermath of the Revolution. In October
1956—the same month in which BWWAC President DeMarchi called a meeting to consider

whether the BWWAC should disband due to neighborhood apathy, the United Hungarian

Societies of Cleveland sponsored a Hungarian freedom rally in University Circle in front of the
statue of Hungarian patriot Louis Kossuth. The rally was attended by “thousands of men and

women—mostly from Hungary.” Two months later, the UHS sponsored a benefit dinner for
Hungarian refugees at Settlers Tavern located at East 129th Street and Buckeye Road. The dinner
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was attended by 300 people, each of whom paid $5.00 for their dinner. Another 250 people,
whom the restaurant could not accommodate, were turned away.
These sorts of fund raising events and showings for support of freedom for Hungarians
continued in the Buckeye Road neighborhood every year from 1956 until at least 1962.

Whenever they were scheduled, Hungarians turned out in large numbers to give of their time,
energy, or money. At one celebration at Bethlen Hall in 1958, more than 1,100 area Hungarians

“acclaimed” telegrams sent by the UHS to President Eisenhower and to Secretary of State Dulles
commending the tough stand the Eisenhower Administration took against Hungarian communists

in that year. At another event held in 1962, 400 members of the United Hungarian Societies paid

tribute to the “brave Freedom Fighters” of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.
These activities by Hungarian-Americans in the Buckeye Road neighborhood may have

either diverted the community’s attention away from its problems adapting to neighborhood

integration or may have instead calmed the community’s fears about integration as thousands of
Hungarian refugees moved into the neighborhood, bolstering the white population residing there.
Either way, after the BWWAC was re-activated in 1959 and until it disbanded in 1964, the

organization addressed a number of neighborhood problems, including deteriorating properties,
air pollution, traffic noise, illegally parked cars, rat infestation, and trash on streets and alleys,

but it did not again directly address the problem of neighborhood reaction to integration.

It is significant that the East End Neighborhood House, upon reactivating the BWWAC
in 1959, also sponsored the creation of a number of street clubs. While the BWWAC did not, as
above noted, directly address the subject of neighborhood integration, the creation of streets

clubs may have been an indication that residents of some areas of the Buckeye Road

neighborhood felt threatened in 1959 by ongoing racial integration. Eight of the ten street clubs
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identified in meeting minutes were located close to Woodhill Road, the border between Lower
Buckeye, which by 1960, had a majority African American population, and Upper Buckeye,

which did not. In June 1959, an East End Neighborhood House worked commented that, to date,
no African Americans had been invited to the meetings of one of the street clubs in Lower

Buckeye. While the worker was optimistic that African Americans would eventually be invited
to the club’s meetings, she noted that there were “differences of opinion” on the subject and that
the action of whites and blacks joining together in a street club might actually be opposed by the

Ward councilman (Jack P. Russell) if he perceived the action as a threat to his political power.

In the final years of its existence, the BWWAC continued to address neighborhood issues
other than neighborhood integration. In 1962, the organization lobbied for the repair of the
retaining wall of the Shaker Rapid from Woodhill Road to Shaker Square. Two years later, in

March 1964, the BWWAC met to voice the neighborhood’s opposition to the proposed Clark

Freeway. This appears to be the last significant neighborhood action by the Buckeye-Woodhill-

Woodland Area Council.
By 1964, the BWWAC and its liberal view toward neighborhood integration were out of

touch with the sentiment of probably a majority of the white ethnics residing in Upper Buckeye.
In the decade of the 1950s white ethnics living in Upper Buckeye perhaps felt that they could
afford to be apathetic about integration of their neighborhood. In that decade, neighborhood
integration was occurring primarily in Lower Buckeye, a relatively small area of the

neighborhood with old housing located near old factories and railroad tracks. Even before
African Americans began moving in large numbers into Lower Buckeye, Hungarians had already

been moving out—most likely because of the poor quality of the housing. In the 1960s,
however, as African Americans began to move onto streets of Upper Buckeye, and as the climate
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of racial unrest in America heated up, white ethnics living in Upper Buckeye could no longer

afford to be apathetic about integration in their neighborhood. They well may have believed that
they needed a new neighborhood organization that reflected their feelings about inter-race
relations, white ethnic culture, and change in the neighborhood in the 1960s.

The Buckeye Neighborhood Nationalities Civic Association (1965-1974)
The decade of the 1960s was very different from that of the 1950s, both nationally and in

Cleveland. The decade is known for its shocking political assassinations, the long and unpopular
Vietnam War, civil rights protests, and the racial unrest in America’s cities which often erupted
into riots. Cleveland, despite its 1950s reputation as an enlightened city in race relations, was

not immune to riots in the 1960s. Cleveland experienced two race riots in the decade—in its
Hough neighborhood in 1966 and in its Glenville neighborhood in 1968. Large-scale violence,

as much as anything else, distinguished the decade of the 1960s from that of the 1950s across
America as well as in Cleveland.

While no race riots occurred in Buckeye Road neighborhood in the 1960s, tension over

race issues manifested itself in several ways in the neighborhood in this decade. One of the ways

in which it manifested itself was in ward elections. Buckeye Road Neighborhood covered parts
of three Cleveland wards in the 1960s—Wards 16, 19, and 29. Ward 16, represented in the

decade by Jack P. Russell, included all of Lower Buckeye. Upper Buckeye was divided between
Wards 19 and 29, each of which had a number of different council representatives during the

decade.

In the 1950s, African American residents, who were fast becoming a majority of the
population in Lower Buckeye, began to complain publicly that Ward 16 Councilman Russell was

neglecting their interests. In the Ward 16 elections of 1955 and 1957, African American Russell
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Gassaway ran against Russell, losing both elections. In the following decade, another African

American resident of Buckeye Road neighborhood, Leodis Harris, challenged Jack Russell for
the Ward 16 seat, running against him in 1961, 1963 and 1965. The 1961 campaign, unlike

those of the 1950s, was ugly, with each side freely tossing around racial epithets in its campaign
literature. Russell took exception to statements regarding him in Harris’ campaign literature in
that year and sued Harris from libel. Russell won the 1961 election handily, but to better insure

his victory in the next election, he engineered a change in the Ward 16 boundaries to remove
several precincts in the area of the ward between East 75th and East 79th Streets south of

Woodland that had large African American populations. The African American community was

offended by this re-districting in Ward 16, calling it “anti-Negro.”
This was the national and local political background that in the 1960s prompted white

ethnic residents of Buckeye to form a new neighborhood organization to address the different
urban problems that confronted their community in this decade. The Buckeye Neighborhood
Nationalities Civic Association (BNNCA) officially came into existence in 1965. In its first

newsletter, the organization claimed that it was simply a new name for an old organization

known as the Buckeye Home Improvement Association. The organization stated that its new

name “better indicate[s][the organization’s] purposes and activities” and “that this name tells the
story.” Even more important to understanding why this organization responded as it did in the

1960s to neighborhood change is the statement about white ethnic culture that the organization

published:
“Our neighborhood is a nationality neighborhood. And as such it is part of a pattern of
diversified communities that exist all over the USA. And as such it has received national
and international fame. The thing that makes one community different from another is
the culture. Our neighborhood has a fabulous collection of Hungarian and Slovak
churches of all denominations as well as cultural and social institutions. The people
without being conscious of it, perpetuate the habits of integrity, religion, cleanliness,
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neighborliness, thrift, and talent which had its start (as all American Cultures did) in
Europe. Ours happens to be Central Europe. This organization is interested in retaining
these cultures and perpetuating them.
...
If you like the nationality churches, if you like the local social activities, if you are a
member of one of our nationality clubs, if you shop at our unique stores, if you have once
lived here and enjoy coming home to it now and then, if you wish to preserve its unique
and now important character, . . than [sic] this association is for you.” (Emphasis added.)

As the above statement clearly indicates, the BNNCA was founded for the purpose of
preserving Buckeye Road Neighborhood as a white ethnic enclave. In addition, by intimating
that the “habits of integrity, religion, cleanliness, neighborliness, thrift, and talent” of the

neighborhood’s white ethnic residents were somehow unique to European culture, the BNNCA

demeaned the “habits” of the neighborhood’s African American residents, who, by 1965,
constituted a majority of the population of Lower Buckeye and a significant minority of Upper
Buckeye.

In the years of the BNNCA’s existence which fall within the period of this study—1965
1974, the organization responded to the Buckeye Road neighborhood’s urban problems in a very

different way than the BWWAC had in the 1950s. It neither attempted to facilitate integration in
Buckeye as the BWWAC had in at least one year (1954) of its existence nor ignored the ongoing

process of neighborhood integration as the BWWAC did for most, if not all, of the other 12 years

of its existence. Instead, the BNNCA aggressively encouraged white ethnics to remain in
Buckeye in order to protect Hungarian and Slovak cultures; viewed integration as something that

was threatening to the neighborhood’s white ethnic cultures; and responded to the increasing

presence of African Americans in Upper Buckeye with a series of measures and proposals that,
while designed to encourage white homeowners to remain in the Buckeye Road Neighborhood,

were most likely viewed by African American residents as demeaning of both their cultures and

their presence in the neighborhood.
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This response by the BNNCA to ongoing integration in the 1960s found fertile soil

among the neighborhood’s white ethnic population. In October 1964, an article in a local
newspaper thanked the Slovaks and Hungarians living on Continental Avenue (located on the
south side of Buckeye Road Neighborhood near Woodland Hills Park) for not panicking when an

African American family “moved into the neighborhood from the Deep South during the night.”
The article’s author observed that the Upper Buckeye would continue to “be a fine place to live

for many years to come if only the people try to keep their properties in the hands of the Slovak
and Hungarian people who have a stake in this area because of their common heritage and
dependence on the nationalities churches and school.”
As the decade of the 1960s progressed, and as national attention focused on Cleveland

during the race riots of 1966 and 1968, the BNNCA tendered several proposals to local

government officials and others designed to preserve Upper Buckeye as a white ethnic enclave.

In 1967, the BNNCA approached Shaker Heights officials with a plan to detach Upper Buckeye
and Cleveland’s portion of the Ludlow Neighborhood from Cleveland, and incorporate them into

the city of Shaker Heights. (See figure 4 below.) When that proposal faltered, the BNNCA next

proposed that private funds be raised to create a Hungarian Village in the Buckeye Road
neighborhood, much like German Village in Columbus. In addition to these proposals, the
BNNCA also attacked local banks for allegedly refusing to grant loans to white homeowners in
Buckeye; handed out awards to local businesses that improved their properties; and sponsored

Hungarian cultural events in the Buckeye Road neighborhood, including a St. Stephen’s Day

parade on Buckeye Road.
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Figure 4 - 1967 Map - Boundaries: Buckeye Road Neighborhood in blue; territory of BNNAC
detachment proposal in green.

In addition to the above proposals, the BNNCA addressed several urban problems in the

neighborhood that were different from those of the 1950s decade. One such problem was an
increase in neighborhood crime. While crime statistics are not available for the Buckeye Road

neighborhood for the first four years of the decade, during the last six years (1964-1969) major
crimes reported in the Buckeye Road neighborhood increased dramatically. In 1964, a total of
1,253 major crimes were reported in the neighborhood. That number increased to 1,577 reported

crimes in 1965; to 2,146 in 1966; to 2,498 in 1968; and finally to 3,351 in 1969, for a six-year
increase of more than 267 percent.

Figure - Major Crimes Reported in Buckeye Road Neighborhood: 1964-1969

The impact of this increase in crime in the Buckeye Road neighborhood was reinforced
by articles appearing both in the Plain Dealer and in local papers. In 1964, for example, the

Plain Dealer reported on the story of three teenage “thugs” who committed multiple purse26

snatchings at different locations in the Shaker Square and on Buckeye Road near East 130th

Street. In 1967, an editorial appeared in the St. Benedict Post complaining about an “Audubon
Gang” that was committing crimes in the Buckeye Road neighborhood. The “gang” was a group

of African American students from, the Cedar Avenue-East 105 th Street area of Cleveland, who

were bused to Audubon Junior High School in Upper Buckeye. The BNNCA contacted the
Cleveland School Board and requested that these students be required to take buses home after

school rather than walk through the Buckeye Road neighborhood where they allegedly were

attacking neighborhood children and stealing from local businesses. In 1970, a 14-year old
Hungarian girl who lived in Buckeye Road Neighborhood was allegedly raped by four African

American teenagers who attended Audubon Junior High School.

In 1970, following the incident involving the alleged rape of the 14-year-old
neighborhood girl, the BNNCA responded to the increase in crime in the Buckeye Road
neighborhood during the 1960s by initiating a fundraising campaign for the purpose of
organizing a volunteer auxiliary police force in Buckeye. By early 1971, a number of auxiliary

police had been trained and were introduced to the neighborhood.
The BNNCA also addressed blockbusting (also known as panic peddling), which white

ethnics perceived as another of the pressing urban problems in the Buckeye Road neighborhood
during the decade of the 1960s. The BNNCA encouraged white ethnic residents to sell their

homes only to other white ethnics. In 1966, C. Sally Pitzer, a realtor and trustee of the Buckeye

Neighborhood Nationalities Civic Association, began publishing articles and advertisements in
the St. Benedict Post which were designed to educate Buckeye Road homeowners about the fair
market value of their homes; to discourage them from succumbing to panic peddling, and to
encourage them to sell, if at all, only to white buyers. In the same year, Mary Timko, Secretary
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of the BNNCA, wrote a letter to the editor of the Post which identified her organization as “one
formed to bring out the best in this nationality neighborhood . . . and very helpful in finding

homes for buyers in this area, selling homes, as well as finding rent for those interested.” In
1968, the editor of the Post, who was also an officer of the BNNCA, published an editorial in

which he encouraged Buckeye residents to contact the “BNNCA volunteer sales agency” for
help in buying or selling property “in the St. Benedict’s and Buckeye Road Community.”
As the decade of the 1960s came to a close and the decade of the 1970s began, the
population of the Buckeye Road neighborhood continued to change. In 1970, African

Americans, as above noted, had become the majority population in Lower Buckeye and
constituted almost one-third of the population of Upper Buckeye. More than 16,000 African
Americans resided in the Buckeye Road neighborhood in 1970 out of a total neighborhood
population of approximately 40,000 people. These population numbers could no longer be either

ignored or marginalized by the neighborhood’s white ethnic population. The numbers dictated to
some neighborhood leaders in the white ethnic population that a new response to change in
Buckeye would be required in the decade of the 1970s if their ethnic cultures and traditions were

to be preserved in this neighborhood. While the BNNCA continued to exist in the Buckeye
Road neighborhood in the 1970s, a new organization came into existence early in the new decade

that was composed primarily of the Roman Catholics from the remaining five major white ethnic

parishes of Buckeye. This new organization responded to urban problems in Buckeye Road

Neighborhood in the 1970s in an entirely different way than the BNNCA had in the 1960s.
From the Buckeye-Woodland Catholic Community Council to
the Buckeye Woodland Community Congress (1971-1974)

On October 1, 1971, E.J. Fenoglio, a graduate student from the Case Western Reserve

University School of Applied Social Science, attended a meeting of the Buckeye Neighborhood
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Nationalities Civic Association held at the Magyar Presbyterian Church near the corner of East

126th Street and Buckeye Road. She recorded her impressions of the BNNCA:

A mtg. [meeting] of personalities, people snapping at one another, getting angry, not
listening, talking about 3 different things at once. They listen to one other’s racist
remarks but don’t support them. It’s a strange group interaction. The content of the mtg.
was the St. Stephen’s Day parade, past and future, with petty arguments over small
details; the next general mtg. which is to include the mayoral and councilmen candidates.
They feel that if Carney or Pinkney win, they and their community are finished. They
spoke of past frustrations—the safety mtg. in May, the primary, how bad Lavdis [the
Ward 29 Councilman] is, the upkeep of the neighborhood.

Figure 7 - 1971 - Boundaries of BWCCC in

broken line.

During this year, Fenoglio met with dozens of Buckeye Road neighborhood people and

organizations and recorded her impressions of each for the benefit of the Buckeye Woodland
Catholic Community Council (BWCCC). The BWCCC was an association of six parishes in the
Buckeye Road neighborhood that had been organized in 1971 for “the establishment of programs
and activities to promote stable, safe and unified community, and to make sure that area

institutions provide quality services to all people, especially the elderly, the youth, the ill and the
poor.” In 1973, the BWCCC received a grant from the National Campaign for Human

Development of the Roman Catholic Church to fund “Project Interface,” which was designed to
assist in the formation of a Buckeye-Woodland coalition of organizations and institutions

composed of Hungarians, Slovaks, Italians, and African Americans. The project received a
second grant from the Church in 1974.
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Figure - 1971 Map - BWCCC boundaries shown in broken line.

Project Interface and the BWCCC reflected a new national perception about inter-race
relations. The 1970s was a healing decade in America as the long Vietnam War finally came to
an end, and as President Gerald Ford sought to unite the country and restore its honor following

the Watergate scandal and subsequent resignation of President Richard Nixon. Similarly, white
ethnics and African Americans united in Buckeye during this decade in an attempt to heal

neighborhood divisions that had originated in the previous decades during the process of
integration. A map of the territory of the BWCCC (figure 6 above) graphically shows the new
organization’s attempt to heal the neighborhood divisions between white ethnics and African
Americans.

Unlike the territory of the BWWAC formed in 1952 that excluded much of the African

American population residing in Lower Buckeye or the territory of the BNNCA detachment
proposal of 1967 which excluded all of the African American population living in Lower

Buckeye, the territory of the Buckeye-Woodland Catholic Community Council, as envisioned in
Project Interface, spread across racial lines in the neighborhood and encompassed most of Lower
Buckeye as well as Upper Buckeye.

In 1974, the Buckeye-Woodland Catholic Community Council gave way to a successor
organization called the Buckeye-Woodland Community Congress (BWCC). The BWCC

eventually came to comprise over 200 organizations in Buckeye Road Neighborhood ranging
from street clubs to nationality clubs to parish groups. The stated purpose of the BWWCC, as it

picked up where the Buckeye Woodland Catholic Community Council left off, was to “assist the
community in organizing itself to constructively resolve community problems, to manage rather
than suppress conflict, and to encourage diverse people to live and grow harmoniously together.”
With the founding of the BWCC in 1974, nearly three decades after the end of World War II,
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there was cause for optimism that, finally, white ethnics residing in the Buckeye Road

neighborhood were no longer ignoring or resisting integration, but had united with African
Americans to build a stable integrated neighborhood that would preserve the culture and

traditions of all people living there.
Conclusion

In the first three decades following World War II, white ethnic residents of Cleveland’s
Buckeye Road neighborhood confronted various pressing urban neighborhood challenges and

problems that, from decade to decade, were unique and different. Responding to the ongoing
integration of their neighborhood, while certainly a significant challenge in all three decades,

was by no means the only challenge faced by white ethnic residents in these three decades. They
also faced a variety of urban problems, including juvenile delinquency, increased motor vehicle

traffic, commercial and multi-family rezoning, increased neighborhood crime, blockbusting, and

mortgage lender redlining, which differed from decade to decade and which threatened the
neighborhood’s health, safety and welfare. While many thousands of white ethnic residents

chose to flee to the suburbs during the decades of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s rather than to
confront these urban problems head on, many thousands of others elected to remain in the
Buckeye Road neighborhood and seek solutions to the challenges and problems. Those white

ethnic residents who remained did so, in large part, because of their strong devotion to the
cultures and traditions of their European ancestors.

Studying the local neighborhood organizations which white ethnic residents of Buckeye
formed during these three decades to address neighborhood challenges and problems reveals that

different urban problems, as well as the changing national and local climate in inter-race
relations, affected and shaped the reactions and responses of white ethnics to neighborhood
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integration in each decade. In each of the three decades studied, Buckeye’s white ethnic
population responded differently to the ongoing integration of their neighborhood. Studying the

local neighborhood organizations formed during these decades further suggests that the simple
models of fight or flight—or even fight, flight, or adapt, may be inadequate to completely and

effectively describe the pattern of reactions and responses by white ethnic residents of the urban

North to neighborhood integration in the post-World War II era.
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